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This conference volume consists of eighteen articles selected from some 
fifty papers that were presented at the First Conference of East Asian 
Environmental History hosted by the Academica Sinica in Taibei in 2011. 
The volume displays an extreme variety in range, approaches, length and 
quality. Since eighteen out of twenty submitted papers were included, the 
main criterion for publication apparently was the willingness of presenters 
to submit an English paper in the required format. The editors’ disinclina-
tion towards greater selectivity is justified in that the collection effectively 
presents ongoing research on East Asian environmental history with its 
focal points of interest, approaches and perspectives.  
The arrangement of the papers into six topical headings creates a mea-
sure of coherence. Part one consists of three articles on philosophical and 
political perspectives, which present entirely different perspectives and 
have no resonance with each other. Part Two, on landscape, and Part Three, 
on agriculture, contain six and four articles respectively. The two groups, 
which have some overlap, form a series that presents a range of approaches 
on related questions. Part Four, with five articles on disease, makes the best 
reading in terms of coherence and papers that bear on each other.  
The wide variation of the articles is most obvious in length. The longest 
article, by Mark Elvin, fills 24 pages of text, while the shortest, by Kohei 
Matsunaga et al., barely fills four. The geographic distribution of subjects 
studied also reflects the strengths and weaknesses of the field. The volume 
comprises eleven articles on China, four on Japan, and two on Taiwan, 
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with the article by Jobin being a comparative study of cases in Japan and 
Taiwan. Korea is conspicuous by its absence, while research on the recent 
past and on the early modern period is strongest numerically and metho-
dologically. 
In Part One, (1) Mark Elvin presents a comparative analysis of the scien-
tific curiosity of Xie Zhaoze 谢肇浙 (1567-1624) and Gilber White (1720-
1793). He structures his comparison by ten aspects of scientific inquiry, and 
uses extensive quotes in careful translation to offer a mosaic of vivid and 
occasionally elucidating insights into processes of observation, examination 
and exchange that may or may not lead to scientific research. The rather 
foreseeable bottom line result is that Xie was a singular figure, while White 
operated within a community. Elvin originally intended to use writings by 
Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682) rather than White. Although Browne was 
close in time to Xie, he decided against him on account of his extensive use 
of Latin. Although the dialogue that Elvin creates between Xie and White 
works, I would like to see the same exercise conducted using Browne, as an 
example predating the formation of a well-established community of scien-
tific and proto-scientific exchange. I fully agree with Elvin that a translation 
of the Latin would be necessary to make this research accessible, but fail 
see the presentation of both investigated authors as an obstacle.  
(2) Yim-Tze Kwong’s discussion of environmental ethics in the Laozi 
presents a sound and careful introduction to the terminology in this ancient 
philosophy, but remains descriptive. The scope of the article understand-
ably did not permit a discussion of the later, more specific and more radical 
Zhuangzi, but the rather general statements in the Laozi contribute little be-
yond a slightly more precise understanding. The philosophical tension 
between agriculture and the exploitation of natural resources, and the 
recognition that balance can be achieved only in minimizing active inter-
vention is not taken up. 
(3) Susumu Kitagawa reviews environmental policy history. He investi-
gates the origin of the field, its development and direction, becoming more 
specific when discussing Japanese research on kōgai 公害 (pollution). The 
article is a thorough review of existing research. 
The six articles of Part Two on landscapes are chronologically ordered. 
(4) Jin Liu and Lei Kang investigate the role of the environment in the wars 
between the Southern Song (1127-1280) and the Jin (1115-1234), specifically 
the health risks that the environment of the Middle and Lower Changjiang 
region presented to the Jin armies. They confirm that the health threat 
during the hot and wet season made Jin armies return to the regions north 
of the Huaihe before April, even after successful campaigns. Environmen-
tal conditions therefore contributed to the Song defense of their borders, 
despite their losing several battles and sustaining repeated invasions. 
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Assessing the quality of the research is rendered difficult by the brevity of 
the paper and none too clear English. 
(5) Yan Gao examines horse pastures in the Jingzhou 荊州 area near the 
confluence of the Hanshui and the Changjiang during the Qing period 
(1644-1911). His research question joins environmental change with land 
use, population, Manchu identity and strategies of the Qing administration. 
The complex interrelations are, however, difficult to tackle, as sources are 
scarce, unreliable and not sequential. The tendency of the author to simply 
trust his sources does not help. With terminology unquestioned, the reader 
is left to wonder about such issues as whether areas defined as “horse 
pastures” were exclusively used as such, how factual recorded numbers of 
horses were, to which degree horses were fed on grass when otherwise 
their known diet mainly consisted of hay and beans, and how successful 
horse-breeding was in an area generally considered unsuitable for horses. 
An attempt at mapping the pasturelands, the garrisons and the known 
villages might have produced insights in the pattern of rivalry and co-
existence between garrisons and peasant villages. The research has the 
potential of contributing to the solving of the riddle of horse breeding in 
the Middle Changjiang region or the possibilities of coexistence in origi-
nally hardly used flood lands rather than concluding with the cliché of 
population pressure and the dilution of Manchu identity. 
(6) The article by Kohei Matsunaga, Dapeng Yue and Tatsunori Kawa-
sumi uses a geographic analysis to contribute to the question of historical 
change in China’s loess plateau, namely the degree to which human activi-
ties accelerated the formation of erosion valleys. This extremely short paper 
presents a comparison of satellite images dating from 1968 and 2007 that 
show minimal change, and earlier research that claimed massive erosion 
measured at remains of former fortifications. It is unfortunate that the ima-
ges are reproduced at about the size of stamps, and that the paper is so 
short, as well as not well formulated. As a result, very valuable research 
remains largely inaccessible to readers without a background in both geo-
graphy and in the region. 
(7) Ma Jianxiong’s anthropological study of societies in Western Yunnan 
covers a period of several centuries up to the recent past. His focus is on 
the larger plateaus that are called Bazi 壩子. More integrated societies as 
well as long-distance networks were based on these islands, where inten-
sive land-use allowed high population densities in an otherwise sparsely 
inhabited region. Employing an anthropological perspective that joins cul-
tures and societies with an understanding of history and environments he 
is able to provide insights into identity formation. His perspective places 
less emphasis on a dichotomy between sedentary and ruled lowland and 
more mobile highland peoples who chose to remain “not governed” than 
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between successful and failed cooperation and exchange between Bazi and 
mountain peoples. His exploration treats an impressive range of aspects, 
including cultural, administrative and religious issues. In fact, he has con-
densed into an article research that could easily fill a book. The structure of 
the presentation is too dense to be easily accessible to the reader not famil-
iar with Western Yunnan, which is not helped by the occasionally clumsy 
English. 
(8) Shu-min Huang describes recent landscape and land-use transfor-
mations around Lashihai 拉市海, a shallow lake on the Lijiang 丽江 plateau 
in Southwestern China. He explores the effects of the boom in domestic 
and global tourism on a local ecosystem and society, together with the 
ambivalent attitude of Chinese authorities towards NGOs.  
(9) The article that follows similarly focuses on a body of water and on 
recent transformations, but employs a geographical approach. Chih-da Wu, 
Shih-Chun Candice Lung, Yong-Chung Chuang and Jihn-Fa Jan analyse 
connections between human development and landslides in the landscape 
around the Shimen 石門 Reservoir on Taiwan. While the research is well-
presented, more context and a discussion of the results would make it more 
accessible to readers without a background in geography.  
Part Three on agriculture consists of papers on China in the late impe-
rial period with a focus on the Qing.  
(10) Du Xinhao and Ren Bo reconstruct rice cultivation in the larger 
metropolitan area around Beijing in the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-
1911) periods. They provide much empirical material in quotes and maps, 
giving an often specific but also disconnected series of glimpses on rice 
paddies opened at various times in the few spots in the North China Plain 
that offered sufficient water resources. The anecdotal evidence presents 
major difficulties in pursuing changes over time, leaving the individual 
histories of rice paddy areas open. The authors touch on the cultural moti-
vation of introducing rice to an environment not suitable for this water-
hungry grain, but do not elaborate on the implications, such as the cultural 
versus the economic weight. In addition, the fate of the rice paddies is not 
linked to climate history or specific droughts, probably due to the scarcity 
of materials. A more systematic further analysis could include mapping the 
known historic paddy areas, and pursuing their history in the better docu-
mented recent past. Findings on types of rice that lasted into the twentieth 
century, and information on conversions that occurred for which reasons 
and with what results would help contribute to a more specific assessment 
of the historic developments. 
(11) Shinobu Iguro investigates a specific irrigation project in the Hexi 
河西 Corridor in northwestern China in the eighteenth century in the con-
text of military colonization and the founding of state farms. Despite his 
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careful analysis of the setting, the environment and the context, the results 
remain to some extent inconclusive with regard to the question whether 
and to what extent measures were successful in extending agricultural use 
in a desert environment or whether desertification advanced. The sources 
reflect administrative decisions without giving much background. For this 
reason, the administrative redefinition of military settlement to commoner 
village may not have entailed much change beyond a cosmetic improve-
ment to the budget. 
(12) Peter Lavalle’s article stays in the Northwest, but in more northerly 
and westerly areas. He investigates the aesthetics and politics of vegetable 
gardens that Zuo Zongtang 左宗棠 (1812-1885) maintained in Lanzhou 蘭
州, Suzhou 肅州 and Hami 哈密 in the late nineteenth century. He shows 
Zuo as an aging state servant homesick for his native Hunan, and the aes-
thetics of vegetable gardens in an arid environment, as well as the practical 
aspects of sending seeds, and tangible remains in the form of vegetables 
that became established in the region. The final aspect incidentally also 
reflects that Zuo was not the only Hunanese who raised vegetables, but 
that a considerable number of other members of the army stationed in the 
region pursued similar, if unrecorded, gardening activities.  
(13) The article by Han Zhaoqing on maize and rocky desertification in 
Guizhou from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century appears to 
be a chapter taken out of a longer publication. The author attempts a spa-
tial analysis of the correlation between maize cultivation and desertifica-
tion. The topic has potential, but the form in which it is presented leaves 
many questions open. The transformation from records on maize to areas 
appears highly problematic. Identification on the level of prefectures and 
districts appears to be based on the appearance of maize in lists of agricul-
tural products in local gazetteers, which however can indicate anything 
between a few plants in the compiler’s garden to a common crop. The 
similarly coarse identification of areas subject to an expansion of desertifi-
cation produces a correlation that is too vague to be meaningful. Moreover, 
presumably because other issues are discussed in other chapters, the article 
does not discuss other immediately relevant factors, namely population 
developments and the role of other New World crops, such as the sweet 
potato. 
Part Four presents specific studies on disease in Japan and China in the 
relatively recent past. For some reason, this part is not ordered chronologi-
cally. 
(14) Emiko Higami and Kenichi Tomboe analyse the incidence of beri-
beri due to thiamine deficiency in Osaka through the first half of the 
twentieth century, effectively using infant mortality to show that the dis-
ease was closely linked with urbanization and proletarization, and that it 
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fell off within a few years following a rise in living standards and educa-
tional measures for the prevention of beriberi. The authors combine 
statistical analysis with spatial analysis to identify social groups and devel-
opments in health and economic conditions.  
(15) Hiroshi Kawaguchi explores smallpox in nineteenth- century Japan. 
Using temple registers and diaries he is able to demonstrate the persisting 
practice of faith-healing together with a high acceptance of vaccination 
even before compulsory general vaccination was introduced in 1876. The 
overlap of traditional faith-healing and new medical approaches, occasion-
ally practiced within the same family, throws light on a fortuitous constel-
lation of factors that certainly helped in overcoming smallpox. The author 
incidentally shows that modernization was not a process of replacing “the 
old” with “the new”, but is far more complex, as well as specific in culture 
and time. 
(16) Michael Shiyung Liu investigates diseases caused by water-based 
bacterial infections and aquatic parasites in a rural area downriver of 
Kaohsiung 高雄 in Taiwan during the Colonial Period (1897-1945) and up 
to 1984. He reads the incidence of disease mainly as reflecting the increas-
ing organic contamination, caused by urban development in Kaohsiung, 
growing population densities along the Kaoping river, and hygiene prac-
tices. Liu analyses several waves of water-caused disease during the first 
half of the century. For the second half, he shows a decline in the incidence 
of disease despite a boom in large-scale chicken and pig farms that was not 
accompanied by sewage treatment. He attributes this development to im-
proved hygiene, and the lesser visibility of health effects due to chemical 
pollution.  
(17) Mika Merviö presents research on zoonoses since the early 2000s. 
He uses the term ecodemics to define diseases with the potential of becom-
ing epidemics that were caused by ecological change, specifically by mass 
breeding of domestic animals. In analyzing the incidences of global out-
breaks of new zoonoses from SARS in 2003 to H1N1 in 2009, he focuses on 
attitudes and their effect on the timing and stringency of counter-measures. 
He finds a tendency to identify wild animals as sources, while the far more 
probably source of industrial animal farms are purposefully overlooked. 
His examination of an outbreak of avian influenza (H5N1) in Japan is a 
case in point. 
(18) Paul Jobin explores mercury and dioxin pollution, and the counter-
action by victims in two localities in Minamata 水俣 in Japan and Anshun 
安順 in Taiwan. He provides a thought-provoking comparative perspective 
on attitudes and strategies of victims, scientists, companies and govern-
ments. Both cases lasted for many decades. The pollution in these cases 
began the 1930 and 1940s respectively, and lasted for three to over four de-
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cades, but was allowed to become an issue only after it had ceased, by 
which time the original polluters had reorganized. Scientific evidence 
played a key role in both cases, and long drawn-out court trials followed. 
Communities played a prominent role in accusations of company negli-
gence, and in publicizing the problem in Minamata, while both depended 
on scientists in Anshun. Government responsibility was not recognized at 
all in Japan, but was indirectly in Taiwan. Legal action was unsatisfactory 
for all involved in both cases, yet played and continues to play a key role in 
transforming personal illness into a pollution issue.  
This outline of the subjects explored in the eighteen contributions shows 
the wide range encompassed by this field. Most studies focus on specific 
areas and periods. The value of these often lies with asking specific ques-
tions or in using new materials that provide more detail that previously 
available. The two studies by Elvin and Jobin are good examples of the 
potential of direct, well-defined comparative investigations.  
In their general disciplinary orientation, the majority of papers employ 
methodologies of history, social sciences and cultural studies. The volume 
also contains two geographic papers, and four papers that apply spatial 
analysis to historical investigations. The articles that employ relatively 
simple applications of spatial analysis in carefully contextualized historical 
analysis are perhaps the most inspiring in the volume. Emiko Higami and 
Kenichi Tomboe use the distribution of beriberi in early twentieth-century 
Osaka by city district to identify and correlate the social groups most 
exposed to the deficiency disease. Shinobu Iguro, Ma Jianxiong and Han 
Zhaoqing also make use of mapping as an analytical tool. The two geo-
graphic contributions by Chih-da Wu et al. and Kohei Matsunaga et al. 
offer interesting perspectives, which are, however, insufficiently contextu-
alized to contribute significantly to interdisciplinary exchange.  
New or interdisciplinary methodology is, however, not a necessary in-
gredient of inspiring research. Mark Elvin uses a very traditional, even 
pedestrian approach of closely reading two selected sources to excellent 
effect. Ma Jianxiong is an anthropologist and employs anthropology to 
develop an excitingly fresh perspective on Western Yunnan. Some contri-
butions develop new insights by making use of new sources, such as 
Kawaguchi, who draws on private records and diaries, and Ma Jianxiong, 
whose research is based on oral histories. Other authors use readily avail-
able materials, yet open up new perspectives by asking new questions, 
such as Lavalle, who mainly uses sources on Zuo Zongtang, and Du 
Xinhao and Ren Bo, who draw on agricultural writings. 
Other contributors succeed in adding depth and new perspective by 
asking specific questions and employing approaches that may not be 
revolutionary, but are well-suited to the task. Interesting perspectives can 
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also be the result of the comparative perspective. Jobin’s two cases of 
industrial pollution, resistance and trials in Minamata and Anshun are 
particularly exiting for the light that they throw on the institutional frame-
works, cultural attitudes, individuals and contingencies that all contribute 
to complex processes. The other application of comparative research in 
Elvin’s article has already been mentioned. Merviö uses global dynamics in 
analyzing seemingly rational behavior in dealing with potential epidemics 
that in part are rooted in cultural backgrounds. (He was sadly proved right 
in denouncing the downplaying tendency of Japanese authorities by the 
Fukushima catastrophe.) Kawaguchi’s research on smallpox is an outstand-
ing example of the use of new materials in conjunction with new questions. 
In short, the volume contains much food for thought. At the same time, 
the range and disparity certainly discourage reading the volume from co-
ver to cover. In the interest of making up-to-date research in East Asian 
environmental history more accessible to a larger audience of scholars and 
interested readers, a searchable platform with the papers presented at the 
conferences would certainly be desirable. Since the pressure of publishing 
in print anachronistically favours the book format, however, the editors 
have to be credited with doing a rarely fully appreciated job for the benefit 
of the contributors and the more patient reader. 
 
